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Accountability, quality assurance and performativity: the
changing role of the academic board
JULIE ROWLANDS*
School of Education, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia
This article undertakes a review of Australian and international literature
and higher education policy in response to the changing nature of uni-
versity academic boards (also known as academic senates or faculty sen-
ates). It shows that governance has become an issue for both the state
and for universities and that within this context risk management and
accountability mechanisms such as academic quality assurance are taking
an increasingly prominent role. These developments have altered the
form and function of academic governance and have fundamentally
affected the academic board. For example, some literature reports that
the role of Australian academic boards now largely revolves around aca-
demic quality assurance and it is argued that this is potentially problem-
atic because of a focus on audit-driven accountability mechanisms.
However, the article concludes by suggesting that as part of a broader
quality assurance framework there is also an opportunity for academic
boards to have a central role in the development of academic standards
that focus on enhancing learning outcomes rather than on compliance.
Keywords: higher education; governance; organisational change; manage-
ment; quality assurance
Introduction
Within the past 30 years, at least partly in response to the complex forces of
globalisation (Vaira, 2004), western democratic nations have experienced
practices associated with neoliberalism (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), the knowl-
edge economy (Wright & Rabo, 2010), managerialism (Amaral et al., 2003)
and quality improvement (Morley, 2003). For the higher education sector,
these pressures, together with the processes of massification and vocationali-
sation, have tended to result in greater numbers of students and often signifi-
cantly decreased funding per student (Peters, 2007). Furthermore, they have
intensified competition within and between universities and also between
universities and other higher education providers and research agencies
(OECD, 2007).
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At the same time, higher education has become a risk for government in
two significant ways: first, that it might not be successful in enabling the
nation state to position itself favourably within the global knowledge econ-
omy; and second, that universities might not expend their public funding
responsibly, effectively and in a way that provides government with increas-
ing levels of return on its investment through economic and social produc-
tivity gains. For the state, governance has become one of the key ways in
which this risk can be managed, through increased accountability require-
ments such as research assessment and other mechanisms for measuring and
monitoring institutional performance (Strathern, 2000a). Thus, governance
now sits between the state and the university (Blackmore, 2010), enabling
the state to steer from a distance (Rhodes, 1997). Paradoxically, this leaves
universities free to manage amid what are, arguably, greater constraints.
Despite differences between Anglophone nation states, some argue that
within individual universities processes such as planning, auditing, measur-
ing and reporting have become common responses to complex and escalat-
ing external demands for accountability (Shore & Wright, 2000; Singh,
2010). Financial exigencies require universities to be more entrepreneurial
and these activities also call for increased focus on institutional-level plan-
ning and control, budgeting and risk management (Marginson & Considine,
2000; McWilliam, 2007). In order to expedite strategic planning and deci-
sion-making and respond to a rapidly changing environment, the literature
reports almost universal trends towards a strengthening of the role and
authority of the vice-chancellor (university president) and his or her execu-
tive management team (Blackmore & Sachs, 2007), supported by a smaller
and more financially focused university governing body or council (Shat-
tock, 2006). The use of collegial modes of decision-making has declined
(Bleiklie & Kogan, 2007).
It is suggested that the implications for academic boards of this changed
university governance régime are profound. First, governance is now synon-
ymous with the nexus of governing body and university executive at the
expense of the academic board (Marginson & Considine, 2000; Amaral
et al., 2003). Second, within this corporate university environment the role
of the academic board has been redefined and some argue that it is now lar-
gely limited to academic quality assurance (Baird, 2007; Winchester, 2007).
Third, the literature reports that boards tend to be ineffective and ineffectual
in carrying out these roles (Birnbaum, 1989; Moodie, 2004; Woodhouse &
Baird, 2007).
This article draws on Australian and international literature and current
higher education policy to suggest that academic quality assurance can be
problematic for universities and for academic boards because, under an
audit-driven approach, it has the potential to paradoxically draw boards
away from their fundamental work of improving teaching and research.
However, as part of a broader quality assurance framework there is also an
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opportunity for academic boards to have a central role in the development
of academic standards that focus on enhancing learning outcomes rather than
on compliance.
Quality and academic quality assurance
Quality emerged from its industrial base to become an issue in higher edu-
cation policy in the late 1980s in the UK and in the early 1990s in Australia
as an integral part of new managerialism, a movement that sought to expose
higher education to increasingly international market forces and to improve
the internal management and accountability of universities (Sachs, 1994;
Vidovich, 2002; Harvey & Newton, 2004).
However, Sachs (1994, p. 22) posited that notions of quality in higher
education have since split into ‘two distinct categories: quality assurance
(QA) and quality improvement (QI)’ and that ‘a tension has arisen…
between quality as a measure for accountability and quality as a means for
transformation and improvement’. Moreover, it is argued that while the qual-
ity movement commenced with ‘softly softly’ notions such as expert peer
review and self evaluation (Vidovich, 2002, p. 394), it has since had a ten-
dency to evolve into quality assurance in the form of measurement against
indicators and standards or ‘fitness for purpose’ (Anderson et al., 2000, p.
viii; Blackmore, 2009). Thus, ‘Quality is in danger of becoming defined in
terms of the existence of suitable mechanisms of quality assurance’ (Harvey
& Green, 1993, p. 23) rather than as an indicator of improved ‘academic
endeavours’ (Harvey & Williams, 2010, p. 24).
This highlights one of the two key difficulties with much of the current
literature and higher education policy that addresses quality: the terms qual-
ity and quality assurance have become conflated so that it is now almost
universally understood (at least at the level of the state if not by university
management) that the key means of both achieving and demonstrating qual-
ity in higher education is by way of a performance-measurement-driven
quality assurance programme. Moreover, a significant proportion of the
existing analysis tends to present quality assurance as either inherently good
or bad, while there appears at the same time to be a dearth of empirical evi-
dence on what higher education quality assurance actually achieves and at
what cost (Brennan & Shah, 2000; Stensaker, 2008). Clearly, quality is cur-
rently a highly contested concept in the field of higher education scholarship
(Filippakou & Tapper, 2008; Kristensen, 2010).
Morley argues that four inter-related factors have contributed to the hege-
mony of the quality assurance movement in higher education. Quality assur-
ance enables the higher education system to process ever-increasing
numbers of students; it provides global consumers with concise and specific
information about the university education they are purchasing; it serves, in
theory, as a means of mitigating the risk of defects and errors in the delivery
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of that education; and it assures publicly the quality of the higher education
product and the credentials of graduates so necessary for the effective func-
tioning of the global knowledge economy (Morley, 2003). For both the state
and at the level of the individual institution, quality assurance has become a
form of governance. It both requires and enables the evaluation and repre-
sentation of practice and organisation ‘within new modes of description’
(Morley, 2003, p. 14); while at the same time facilitating an increase in con-
trol by central authorities over desired ‘outcomes/ends’ through deregulated
‘processes/means’ (Vidovich, 2002, p. 391).
However, quality assurance is not a neutral concept. Some scholars have
described it as a form of power within higher education (Morley, 2003) that
privileges both the state and institutional management at the expense of the
academic (Stensaker, 2008) and trust (Strathern, 2000a; Blackmore, 2010).
Accordingly, quality assurance ‘give[s] power to some and remove[s] it
from others’ (Salter & Tapper, 2000, p. 66) and is now one of the primary
tools used to govern universities (Morley, 2003; Filippakou & Tapper,
2008).
Academic quality assurance systems in higher education
Academic quality assurance can be undertaken in various ways including
self evaluation, peer review, measurement against performance indicators
and targets as well as surveys of students, graduates and employers (Harman
& Meek, 2000). Internally, it includes unit, course, discipline, faculty and
institutional levels, while external quality assurance is undertaken or driven
by outside agencies pursuant to government regulation or requirement
(Middlehurst, 2001).
Internal quality assurance appears to take somewhat similar forms within
the UK, the US and Australia, as elsewhere (Brennan & Shah, 2000). Black-
more (2009, p. 8) argued that here ‘the desire is to make visible what has
previously been invisible in curriculum, pedagogy and assessment’. How-
ever, externally there are significant differences. For example, external qual-
ity assurance in the US has a long history based on institutional
accreditation (Kristoffersen & Woodhouse, 2005) that has since expanded to
encompass student learning and performance (Ewell, 2010).
Formal external quality assurance for higher education is much more
recent and more comparative, within the UK and Australia. Thus, externally
monitored quality assurance did not formally commence in the UK until
1990, being substantially predated by ‘several processes for monitoring the
quality of higher education’ including ‘professional accreditation of pro-
grammes’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 263). The Quality Assurance Agency for
Higher Education (QAA) was subsequently established in 1997 and under-
takes audits and publishes findings on ‘how UK universities maintain their
own academic standards and quality’ (QAA, 2009).
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Within Australia, quality assurance was ‘mainstreamed’ in the latter part
of the 1990s ‘with other (and much less publicly visible) accountability
mechanisms...negotiated annually between the Commonwealth Government
and individual institutions’ (Vidovich, 2002, p. 392). The Australian Univer-
sities’ Quality Agency (AUQA) was established in 2000 as an independent
national body to monitor, audit and report on quality assurance in Australian
higher education using a methodology of institutional self-assessment and
an external expert audit panel, with a focus on achievement of organisational
outcomes (Emmanuel & Reekie, 2004).
Following the Bradley Review of Australian Higher Education (2008),
the Australian government announced the establishment of the Tertiary Edu-
cation Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), a new autonomous national
body for the regulation and quality assurance of higher education (Com-
monwealth of Australia, 2009). TEQSA, which replaces AUQA, assumed
its full functionality in early 2012 as an independent body ‘with powers to
regulate university and non-university higher education providers, monitor
quality and set standards. It…will register providers, carry out evaluations
of standards and performance, protect and assure the quality of international
education and streamline current regulatory arrangements’ (Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), 2011c).
TEQSA is central to new regulatory and quality arrangements for higher
education, which include a Higher Education Standards Framework incorpo-
rating teaching and learning and research standards (DEEWR, 2011b).
A further reform arising from the Bradley Review was the introduction
of mission-based compacts between the government and each university,
designed to ‘define clear and consistent targets for improvement and reform’
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 47). The Australian government has
also introduced sector-wide government performance measures and indica-
tors for higher education requiring universities to meet negotiated institu-
tional performance targets in areas including the quality of teaching and
learning outcomes (DEEWR, 2011a).
In respect of research, the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA)
initiative, which commenced in 2010, assesses research quality within Aus-
tralia’s higher education institutions using a combination of indicators and
expert review by committees (Australian Research Council, 2010).
The development of academic standards and research indicators for Aus-
tralian higher education have seen much public debate about university
autonomy generally and peer review in particular (Woodhouse, 2010). For
example, Gallagher, Executive Director of the Group of Eight (research-
intensive) universities, has noted that traditionally universities and not gov-
ernments, have been responsible for setting academic standards, with peer
review and reputation being ‘powerful drivers towards excellence’
(Gallagher, 2010, p. 3).
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Similar debates have occurred internationally, such as those around the
assessment of research impact on the economy and society as part of the
new Research Excellence Framework currently being developed in the UK
(Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 2011). The pro-
posal has been strongly criticised by some in the sector both for its per-
ceived erosion of the status of peer review and the potential for government
interference. For example, the submission from the University and College
Union (UCU) in respect of the proposed Research Excellence Framework
notes that traditionally, ‘research is assessed through peer review on the
basis of its intrinsic quality, not the changing policies of governments or the
perceived needs of business’ (UCU, 2009, p. 5).
Moreover, Australia is not alone in undertaking the centralised develop-
ment of academic standards. For example, in the UK HEFCE has announced
a strengthened national quality assurance system, with a particular focus on
academic standards (Brown, 2010), while the OECD is currently developing
measures to assess higher education learning outcomes (AHELO) across
institutions and nations, with a view to informing the development of an
international standards framework for higher education (OECD, 2011).
Indeed, the development of regulatory-based standards for higher education
is now a global phenomenon with a significant number of the players being
supranational or intergovernmental agencies (Jayasuriya & Robertson,
2010), arguably instigated in the late 1990s by the Bologna process (Rei-
nalda, 2008).
The academic board, quality assurance and the audit culture
The application of theories of the risk society (Beck 1992; 1999; Bauman,
2001; Mythen, 2004) and the audit culture (Power, 1997, 2004) within the
field of higher education has been usefully explored by Shore and Wright
(2000) and Strathern (2000a, 2000b), among others. Within this context,
audit is focused on transparent accountability in response to a perception of
increasing sectoral and organisational risk. Central to the audit and risk cul-
tures of universities are the notions of performativity (Lyotard, 1984) and
fabrications (Ball, 2000) wherein mechanisms that enable the measurement
of performance and the assessment of worth may produce ‘versions of an
organisation’ rendered ‘to be accountable’ (Ball, 2000, p. 9). This could
occur, for example, when student satisfaction or graduate outcomes are
reported as proxies for the quality of teaching. Moreover, it is argued that
the time and effort required to meet demands for performativity may para-
doxically reduce that available for substantive process and output improve-
ments (Elliott, 1997; Lingard & Blackmore, 1997; Ball, 2000).
Given the context and operation of universities as both educational and
commercial enterprises that are at the same time accountable to government,
theories of the audit and risk societies, together with the culture of
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performativity and its fabrications, are central to examining the role and
function of the academic board and to considering its future. This is because
much of the work of the contemporary academic board is about responding
to and containing risk through, for example, the approval and monitoring of
academic policy or the approval of academic programmes and the monitor-
ing of standards. These processes invariably form an important part of uni-
versities’ quality assurance programmes that, in turn, seek to establish
external control over core academic work such as curriculum and assessment
(Blackmore, 2009). Indeed, of the 37 publicly funded Australian universi-
ties, in 2010 the websites of 34 of their academic boards explicitly listed
academic quality assurance or academic standards within their terms of ref-
erence or documented responsibilities.
This close association between the role of the university academic board
and universities’ quality assurances processes has arisen partly because of
the link between the core work of academic boards in overseeing teaching
and research and the desire to render what it is that universities do visible
or accountable to the external community. However, a further reason relates
to more fundamental changes to academic boards’ roles and responsibilities
arising from the broader shifts in university governance noted earlier in this
article. For example, Australian academic boards no longer have a meaning-
ful role in decision-making regarding institutional resources (Marginson &
Considine, 2000; Woodhouse & Baird, 2007), reflecting a split between
academic and managerial leadership and between line management and
academic work. Therefore, despite the integral relationship between aca-
demic and economic priorities, important decisions regarding the offering of
new courses initially tend not to be considered by the academic board.
Instead, these matters frequently fall within the purview of bodies such as
the executive group or the planning and resources committee, where aca-
demic considerations may be set aside potentially in pursuit of financial
return. A recent article by De Boer et al. (2010) suggested that in the UK
there is a somewhat lesser demarcation, in that academic boards may make
decisions on academic matters that impact on resources but that when they
do, the decision is subject to approval (or not, as the case may be) by the
university council or governing body.
These issues round academic boards and resourcing responsibilities and
the increased role of university councils and executives mean that not only
do academic boards tend in general to have less power than was the case in
the past but that the scope of their responsibilities has narrowed considerably
(Marginson & Considine, 2000; Shattock, 2006). Thus, Winchester argued
that Australian academic boards (and perhaps to a lesser extent those in the
UK and elsewhere) have effectively been left with no substantive role other
than academic quality assurance (Winchester, 2007, p. 2), a performative task
wherein they ‘map out paper trails of curriculum and assessment to provide
the ‘evidence’ required by quality assurance audits’ (Blackmore, 2009, p. 7).
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Potential implications of academic quality assurance for academic
boards
Despite the documented responsibilities of Australian academic boards for
aspects of universities’ quality assurance processes, it is suggested that
boards are not currently effectively discharging these responsibilities in
such areas as admission, course content, academic standards, assessment
and academic progress (Moodie, 2004; Baird, 2007; Woodhouse & Baird,
2007) and that they lack the knowledge, skill and authority to do so
(Baird, 2007). Baird argues that this latter point is due to a combination
of factors relating to the ascendancy of the senior management group,
which has, in turn, lessened the authority of the academic board within
the university; that elected members of the board may be less likely to be
academic leaders than might have been the case in the past and thus may
not have sufficient expertise in key areas of academic board responsibility
such as the scholarship of teaching, learning and research; and that the
above two limitations have significantly reduced the trust of senior manag-
ers in the academic board.
However, it is also possible that the academic quality assurance régime
may have directly contributed to academic boards’ current difficulties for a
several reasons. First, there is a significant risk that academic quality assurance
will be practiced as an administrative task involving auditing, monitoring and
reporting (Shore & Wright, 2000). These are not tasks with which academic
staff tend to want to engage as they are considered by some to detract from
the core work of teaching and research. Therefore, academic boards whose
primary roles include academic quality assurance may have difficulty attract-
ing as members those educational and research leaders whom Baird (2007)
considered so essential for academic boards’ authority and effectiveness. Addi-
tionally, academic quality assurance is generally driven by the state and by
executive management (Sachs, 1994) rather than by academic staff. Thus, aca-
demics may be inclined to see quality assurance as something done ‘to them’
or at best ‘by them’ but not ‘for them’: there is a risk that its role in academic
quality assurance may therefore cause the academic board to be seen as a tool
of management rather than as an effective voice for academic staff.
Furthermore, it is arguable that the performative nature of academic qual-
ity assurance means that it is about bureaucracy, accountability and compli-
ance rather than about improving what universities actually do (Strathern,
2000b; Harvey & Williams, 2010). This is evident in a significant body of
empirical research in the UK and Australia around student evaluations as
measures of quality (Morley, 2003; Douglas & Douglas, 2006; Blackmore
& Sachs, 2007). Requiring academic boards to focus on academic quality
assurance activities might potentially mean that they are much less able to
attend to their manifest functions of improving teaching, learning and
research. This is partly because such performative tasks have the potential to
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take up much of academic boards’ time and partly because these activities
serve to redefine what good university work actually is (Strathern, 2000b).
It is interesting but perhaps not surprising that there is little mention of
university academic boards in any of the documents related to Australia’s
new quality assurance framework for higher education or in the recently
released UK White Paper for higher education, Higher Education: Students
at the heart of the system, which proposes risk-based regulation of higher
education (Department of Business, Information and Skills (BIS), 2011).
These documents and others like them, place considerable emphasis on aca-
demic standards and it is clear that oversight of the implementation of such
developments may well fall at least partly in academic boards’ purview. It
would also appear that a great deal of time will need to be spent measuring,
monitoring and reporting against such standards and that this might detract
from any wider deliberative or strategic role that boards may have, or be
trying to develop. If academic boards are to have a continuing and meaning-
ful role in higher education, this analysis suggests that they will need an
opportunity to make a genuine contribution to university decision-making
about important academic matters. It is difficult to see how this could be
possible, at least to any significant extent, under the current quality assur-
ance compliance-driven governance regime.
Conclusion
It is argued that academic quality assurance is one of the ways in which the
audit culture has manifested itself in organisations (Power, 2000) and that
‘Such monitoring processes…change the institutional practices they are mon-
itoring, defining what constitutes quality and performance’ (Blackmore,
2009, p. 7). However, despite the demonstrated link between university aca-
demic boards and academic quality assurance processes, there are no signifi-
cant examples of scholarship or research in this area. In 2010,
Pratasavitskaya and Stensaker noted that much of the empirical research pub-
lished in Quality in Higher Education in the past 15 years comprised small-
scale single case studies of quality systems and they call for more ‘joint and
integrative research’ in the field of quality management (Pratasavitskaya &
Stensaker, 2010, p. 48). The analysis presented in this article would appear
to suggest that there is an urgent requirement for such research in respect of
university academic boards. For example, the published terms of reference of
a significant proportion of Australian academic boards assert that those
boards are engaged in quality assurance work. Research that explores just
what quality assurance tasks those boards are actually undertaking, in what
ways, under whose direction, to what effect and how this compares with
what academic boards are doing internationally, would be highly useful. This,
at least in part, would help to identify the extent to which academic boards’
quality assurance work was aimed at the substantive improvement of
Quality in Higher Education 105
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
1:5
0 0
9 J
uly
 20
14
 
teaching, learning and research, versus the more performative, audit-driven
activity noted earlier in this article. Such research needs also to enable an
examination of the impact of academic quality assurance processes on the role
and function of university academic boards and, most importantly, the effec-
tiveness of quality assurance in facilitating improved academic outcomes.
More immediately, it is noted that within both the new Australian Higher
Education Standards Framework (DEEWR, 2011b) and the European Tuning
initiative, which is aiming to establish comparable and compatible qualifica-
tions in each of the (potential) signatory countries of the Bologna process
(EC, 2009), there is emphasis on learning outcomes as both generic and
subject-specific competences. Coates argues that this focus is somewhat unu-
sual among quality assurance systems but that:
To the extent that student outcomes are stressed, it is vital that progress in this
area builds on, rather than breaks, the authority of teachers and institutions
over the development, dissemination and assessment of knowledge. It is
important that any measurement of student learning and development is itself
collaborative in nature, given the broader individual, social and economic
roles such measures will play. Further, it is vital that performance information
is reported in multilevel ways that inform and support practice. (Coates, 2010,
pp. 41–42)
With respect to the establishment and measurement of academic stan-
dards as part of their quality assurance framework, universities are clearly at
a turning point. Theoretically, they can either move towards a compliance
and audit-driven approach or they can commence developing ways of mea-
suring academic standards with a view to enhancing learner outcomes.
Coates posits that this latter course of action is only possible if individual
institutions and, indeed, academics are involved in the process. In view of
their traditional role as the curators of good teaching, it is clearly in both
students’ and institutions’ interests for academic boards to be engaged in
such work. However, the invisibility of boards within the relevant policy
and position documents suggests that academic boards will need to move
quickly to establish a key role in this area.
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